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The administration of Argentine President Fernando de la Rua is being bombarded by criticism,
including from within the governing Alianza coalition, and it sees its popularity falling as its
economic policies fail to turn around the two- year-old recession.
The Alianza, which took office Dec. 10, has disappointed many voters, who hoped for faster and
more wide-reaching social reforms. "I expected much more from the Alianza, and what worries
me is not that it has not had enough time, but that it is not as determined to change things as it had
promised," Francisco Dos Reis, who runs a small business, told Inter Press Service.
The coalition has begun to stop the loss of resources through corruption or wastefulness and seems
determined to improve the administration of public funds. However, it has in large part kept the
same economic policies used by former President Carlos Saul Menem (1989-1999), and many voters
believe those policies stand little chance of bringing more employment and increasing the resources
available for improving education and health.
Among the new government's first actions was to address the severe fiscal imbalance inherited
from the Menem administration by cutting the salaries of most public employees, raising taxes,
and pushing through reforms of the labor laws. The spending cuts also included subsidized work
programs for the unemployed. Those initiatives were not expected by the voters, many of whom felt
betrayed.
Alianza leaders admitted they had not believed the measures would be necessary. The
administration insists that within a few months investor confidence will be restored, which will
renew the flow of foreign capital, and the economy will begin growing, in turn creating jobs. But
some of de la Rua's Cabinet ministers are not as optimistic, and their warnings of what could
happen if unemployment is not reduced have brought rumors of cracks in the coalition.
On Aug. 14, Social Development Minister Graciela Fernandez Meijide said if the economy does
not recover, major social problems could occur. "I am convinced that the government is doing
everything it can," said Fernandez Meijide. "But if it doesn't produce economic reactivation, a
disaster could really occur."
Meanwhile, the Catholic Church has joined government critics in warning the administration that
it cannot continue to blame everything on problems inherited from the Menem administration.
Justo Laguna, bishop of the city of Moron and an outspoken critic of Menem, said de la Rua must be
concerned about the situation now. "Without a doubt, this did not begin when the new president
took office," said Laguna. But he said he had not seen any changes in economic policies with the
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new government. "We have an extremely capable economy minister, but if we are going to judge by
the results of these past six months, so far there are none."

Administration sees popularity falling
Opinion polls show that the government has steadily lost support since it took office. De la Rua's
popularity ratings have dropped from around 70% in December to as low as 40% today depending
on the poll. In a poll conducted the first week in August by Graciela Romer y Asociados for Buenos
Aires daily Pagina 12, 47% of those responding disapproved of the conduct of the government,
compared with 37% who approved. In a poll in April, only 20% disapproved, while 58% approved.
Reasons given by those who disapproved were a lack of effective policies to reduce unemployment
(58%); increased crime (48%); problems in education and public health (28%); and objections to
labor-law reforms (47%). Unemployment still the number one concern During Menem's two terms,
prices were stabilized, the economy grew by 50%, and the economically active population (EAP)
expanded by 30%, but unemployment increased by 146%. Unemployment has increased from 13.8%
last October to 15.4% in May, with underemployment affecting another 14.7%.
Sociologist Artemio Lopez of the Equis consulting firm said unemployment would be even higher
if those who no longer even bother to look for work were taken into account. Just 6.8% of the
unemployed collect a government check, averaging US$210 per month. Receiving this six-month
assistance requires proof of loss of work, often impossible if payment was under the table, as is
frequently the case.
Thousands of protesters rallied in the capital on Aug. 10 demanding that the government provide
emergency aid to the unemployed. The demonstration coincided with the end a two- week-long
march by hundreds of workers that began in Rosario, a port city about 320 km northwest of Buenos
Aires. The marchers stopped in more than 15 cities collecting signatures for a petition demanding a
US$380 monthly subsidy for unemployed heads of family.
The most pressing worries mentioned in the latest monthly survey by local think-tank New Majority
Center were unemployment, corruption, crime, education, health, pensions, the poor functioning of
the judiciary, drugs, and low wages. While the foreign debt was not even on the list of concerns, it
strongly affects social development.
The latest Economy Ministry data shows the public foreign debt rose from US$50 billion at the
start of the 1990s to US$144.7 billion today. Added to that is US$60 billion in private debt, bringing
the total to US$200 billion. Meanwhile, Argentina's GDP is US$280 billion and its annual export
earnings are US$23.3 billion.
In the first half of 2000, Argentina paid nearly US$5 billion in interest payments, with a similar sum
due in the second half of the year. The latest short-term interest hike by the US increased this year's
debt servicing from US$8.5 billion to US$10 billion, which canceled out the expected saving from the
reduction of public employees' salaries. In recent weeks, some legislators, church and civic groups,
and unions have been calling for another look at the foreign-debt issue, with special emphasis on
the debt incurred by the 1976-1983 military dictatorship, which they claim is "illegitimate."
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Government announces public-works bill
In its latest effort to tackle unemployment, on Aug. 9, the administration sent Congress a US$20
billion plan to build waterways, roads, and homes, which industry hailed as a "turning point" for the
economy. "The final objective is sustained growth, development throughout the nation, and above
all lowering the unemployment rate," Economy Minister Jose Luis Machinea told 300 business
leaders at the Argentine Engineering Center.
The proposal calls for work on 40,000 km of roads, 710,000 new and existing homes, construction
of 300 new schools, and improvements to 1,700 existing schools and 4,000 health centers. It also
includes improvements to passenger trains and subway-line extensions as well as improvements to
the Hidrovia waterway.
"This is a national development plan because it's going to create 400,000 jobs across the country,
which should encourage the development of industry throughout the interior," said Argentine
Construction Chamber president Eduardo Baglietto. "It's the first time in my professional life that
I've seen such a comprehensive plan put together."
The government proposal would set up a US$7 billion fund that would guarantee private loans
the government hopes will fund the program. The Japan Bank for International Cooperation, the
World Bank, and the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) have pledged US$2.1 billion for
the program, with private business expected to make up the balance. [Sources: Clarin (Argentina),
07/19/00; Inter Press Service, 07/20/00, 08/07/00, 08/09/00; Reuters, 07/27/00, 08/09/00; Associated
Press, 08/10/00; CNN, 07/24/00, 08/14/00; Spanish news service EFE, 08/13/00, 08/14/00; Notimex,
07/21/00, 08/15/00; El Nuevo Herald (Miami), 07/30/00, 08/15/00]
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